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Akira Kurosawa: Kagemusha (1980) and Ran (1985) 

 
In these two massive films, we watch Kurosawa either “losing his touch,” or “developing a 

more Olympian style,” depending on your viewpoint. 

 

 

     By accident, Kagemusha is the most self-

referential of works. Having as subject an 

“actor” who takes over a real-life “part” (the 

double, or kagemusha, for a warlord) from a 

previous actor (that is, from the previous 

double), it stars Tatsuya Nakadai, who took 

over from Toshiro Mifune when Mifune 

walked out on Kurosawa after the director 

had made his career impossible. Kurosawa 

had insisted on Mifune’s having his beard 

dyed red for the black-and-white movie Red 

Beard (you can sort of see the difference it 

makes), and Red Beard had been in shooting 

for two years, so Mifune had for that time 

been unable to accept any other roles which 

didn’t call for a red beard. He was a 

perfectionist, but he was also a professional, 

so he refused to work for Kurosawa again 

(his career went downhill all the way from 

then). Nakadai was already an established 

actor, and had worked with Kurosawa before 

(he’s the gun-toting bandit in Yojimbo, and 

the guy whose heart explodes at the end of 

Sanjuro). But what’s clear in Kagemusha is 

the terrifying job he has, which is to give the 

performance Mifune would have given if 

only he’d been there.  
 The only parallel I can think of is Alec Guinness giving an Alastair Sim performance in 

The Ladykillers – but he does that for a joke. 

 I don’t know whether Kurosawa insisted on Nakadai’s giving a Mifune performance, or 

whether Nakadai willingly imitated the other actor: whatever the case, he does very well. The 

sudden, galvanic physical outbursts, the growls, the staring eyes, the manic chuckles – 

Nakadai is master of them all. He isn’t called upon to scratch himself, but you’re confident 

that if he had been he’d have done it to perfection. Even his legs look like those of Mifune. 

 Kagemusha is not a samurai film. There are hundreds of samurai in it, but they’re all 

extras, and they’re all ordinary samurai, serving their feudal lords. Kurosawa was no longer 

interested in the ronin, and the existential problems their rootlessness and directionlessness 

threw up. This is a warlord film, and we have to admit that the warlord problem – how to get 

on top and stay on top – is a lot less interesting than the ronin problem – how to survive with 

your self-respect intact in a world devoid of values: a lot less interesting, that is, unless you’re 

Tony Blair, or Saddam Hussein. 

 It’s also a paralytically beautiful film. The exquisite way it photographs lakes, sunsets, 

palace interiors, and battlefields, stays with you for years. But its beauty is at the cost of the 

kind of conviction Kurosawa got from all the rain, rags, and mud in Seven Samurai. Was ever 

a sixteenth-century Japanese army as beautifully uniformed, lacquered, armoured, and colour-

coded as these are? Was ever a Japanese castle floor – in the midst of a civil war – as 

immaculately polished and clean as these are? Having his biggest budget ever (the film was 

co-produced by George Lucas and Francis Ford Coppola) may have affected Kurosawa’s 

judgement. 
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 At the centre of the film is the tale of the unhappy man – the kagemusha – who has to 

impersonate Shingen Takeda, the warlord. Saved from crucifixion by his resemblance to the 

dying leader, he has to become him for three years – itself, as one of the lords concedes, a 

kind of crucifixion. He’s not helped by his low station in life (he’s a thief), which causes all 

the lords to despise him even as they admit how much they need him, and how good he is at 

doing his job of impersonation. Nakadai is brilliant, even in long / medium shot, at 

suggesting, just by the way he stands with his back to camera, how hard it is to pretend to be 

in charge of a battle when you haven’t the faintest idea what’s going on in it. 

 

 
 
 He stares down at one point at a heap of dead bodyguards, all of whom died protecting, as 

they thought, Takeda, their liege lord. So much for the nobility of sacrifice; Takeda died some 

months back. “Everything is a show” – one of Takeda’s enemies sings a dirge on this theme 

when he hears that Takeda really is dead. But through show and artifice, the kagemusha 

learns, you sometimes discover reality and even love. Sincerity and a secure identity may be 

overrated. 

 He fools Takeda’s grandson, with whom he goes on to form what is probably the only 

relationship he’s ever had with anyone in his life. Takeda’s son (his surviving son: the lord 

admits to having killed one of his sons) is in the know, and hates his fake father. Only 

Takeda’s horse can intuit real from phoney. In the film’s saddest scene, having foolishly 

allowed the horse to reveal his artifice (it won’t allow him to stay in the saddle), the “outed” 

kagemusha is stoned from the castle gate in the pouring rain, looking back in vain for a last 

glimpse of the little boy who loves him, but from whom his folly has separated him for ever. 

 For much of the time Kurosawa holds us at arms’ length, with few close-ups and few 

characters with whom we can empathise. The opening, for instance (the dialogue starts with a 

non-committal grunt, of the kind with which Ozu has made us familiar) is a long-held 

medium shot of three identically-dressed men seated, without movement. No close-ups, no 

pans or tracks: apart from the colour and the sixteenth-century period, it might even be Ozu. 

In fact it’s a trick shot: Tatsuya Nakadai is the actor both in the middle and on the right. It 

demands patience, and an ability to concentrate on dialogue, to set up the idea of 

triangulation: lord – erstwhile double – proposed double. It also sets up a dialectic which the 

film doesn’t then follow, namely, that the proposed kagemusha is a small-time, unsuccessful 

thief, and Takeda is a big-time, highly successful thief. The idea is put by the low-caste 

Nakadai with one of his best, Mifune-imitating galvanic starts, and the high-caste Nakadai not 

only doesn’t disagree, but lists some of the crimes he’s committed to get where he is. We 

never think of the lord again except in positive terms, and we aren’t treated to any more 

Mifune imitations quite as good. 
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 The lords who set the protagonist up, and rely on him even as they hold him in low 

regard, have dignity, but only clan-loyalty as motivation. They’re medieval mafiosi, or 

yakuza, above such law as there is, and anxious only for conquest. 

 

 
 

 The film becomes tragic in its final twenty minutes. Takeda’s son, aware that it’s only the 

fear of his (dead) father which is giving his side victory, decides to prove himself, and risk all 

in a single battle. He charges the clan’s entire army, Light Brigade-wise, at an impregnable 

hedge of stakes with rifles behind it. Kurosawa shows us the different battalions charging – 

shows us the venomous rifle fire from behind the stakes – and then cuts to the by now ex-

kagemusha, who’s followed the clan which gave him his only chance of belonging to the 

human race. He’s pale and sick, grey and distraught, as he hides in the reeds and watches the 

slaughter, at the details of which we can for several minutes only guess, for Kurosawa doesn’t 

cut to it. Then we, when the gunfire ceases, see what he sees – a field full of dying and dead 

men and horses, the men inert, or writhing in agony, or wandering about stupefied, the horses 

either dead or trying to rise and unable to. The kagemusha, with the clan extinguished, his last 

comrades gone, has to follow, even though they weren’t his comrades at all. The fake identity 

they forced upon him has become more important – more real – than his real identity. 

 

********** 

 

Ran, Kurosawa’s version of King Lear, is, like Kagemusha, too beautiful. Its way of 

presenting castles and their interiors is perilously close to National Trust. The slopes of 

Mount Fuji, where the exteriors were shot, look as if they’ve been swept – which they 

probably have been, just as the desert in Lawrence of Arabia was painted. And no gathering 

of warlords ever boasted such a sense of through-design as this … 
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… in the scene in which the Lear-equivalent divides his kingdom. Overlooking them on a hill 

are four guards on horseback, carefully positioned as to command four views, one to each 

compass-point: 

 

 
 

 This is the film’s opening shot, and it gives us a foretaste of much that is to follow: too 

much control, too much neatness, too much arranged for aesthetic and abstract effect, and not 

enough for human and dramatic effect. At first, being polite, we think Kurosawa doesn’t want 

us to get too involved too early, which, as this is King Lear, is either a mistake, or a judicious 

refusal to allow us to sympathise with one side in the family quarrel more than we do with the 

other. You need, implies the shot of the four guards on the hill, to see it from all angles. 

 Eventually we think, less politely, that Kurosawa doesn’t want us to get involved at all. 

Thus for example, when the Lear-equivalent is forced out of the castle of the Goneril-

equivalent (in fact they’re all men; sons, not daughters), and the huge gate shuts behind him, 

Kurosawa, rather than cutting to a closer shot of him, cuts to a wider shot, as if to emphasise 

Lear as public spectacle, rather than Lear as tortured protagonist, suddenly realising what a 

hole he’s dug for himself, and how beastly the sons are whom he’s trusted. 

 You know the drama’s being deliberately downplayed when the big moments come; for 

example, when Lear and the Cordelia-equivalent son are reunited, it’s all shot in one take 

from what feels like twelve feet away, with Mizoguchi-like dispassion. The same when 

“Cordelia” is killed. Kurosawa does not seem interested in these pivotal scenes. 

 

There is a link between the theme of Kagemusha and that of Shakespeare’s King Lear. By 

paradox, Kagemusha equates pretending with being, insincerity with sincerity: and Lear is a 

series of dramatisations of people who pretend, behave without sincerity, and either are or are 

not real, as a result of doing so. Cordelia refuses to speak at all except to say “Nothing, my 

lord,” and gains reality by doing so; whereas Edgar, as Poor Tom, pretends all the time, 

improvises non-stop while in role, but also gains great reality by doing so. Edmund, Goneril, 

and Regan pretend like hell, to cover their own reality (which is bestial), thrive for a while, 

and end up dead and damned. There are glances at such things throughout Ran, but often we 

can’t see into people’s minds, because Kurosawa refuses to film them too close up; so the 

potential link between the two films goes for naught. 

 

It’s true that as he gets sadder and madder, Tetsuya Nakadai’s makeup becomes more mask-

like, more kabuki, and less like an old man that we might recognise. The more he gains in 

moral stature, the more like an actor he looks: 
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 In some matters, the film takes a new line, and diverges interestingly from Shakespeare. 

One rare close-up is of a blind man whom Lear, the Fool, and Kent find in the hovel (there is 

no Gloucester, and thus no Edgar to impersonate Poor Tom). The blind man, Lear suddenly 

realises almost at the moment the blind man realises it too, was one of his enemies, whose 

eyes he gouged out. This Lear has been an evil influence on his kingdom, destroying families 

and burning castles: a Japanese Ivan the Terrible. It’s not that he has “taken too little care of” 

the misery and poverty in the land: it’s that he’s created a lot of it, from choice. He’s being 

punished for his royal atrocities, which isn’t the case in Shakespeare. However, by the same 

token, we feel less for him: he’s a man more sinning than sinned against. 

 One scene echoes two earlier films, to his moral detriment: the Kent-equivalent brings the 

Lear-equivalent and his starving retainers some food from the local peasants, which is 

refused, with a line from Sanjuro: “A samurai would rather starve than beg”. Lear then gets 

worked up, and exclaims that they’ll go to these uppity peasants and take from them the food 

they need. It looks as if he and his men are about to metamorphose into the evil bandits from 

Seven Samurai. I’m sure this is deliberate. 

 Having men as the ungrateful and grateful children creates a gap, which Kurosawa fills 

up by inventing a daughter-in-law: 

 

 
 

 She’s every bit as evil as Goneril and Regan, threatening her unmanly brother-in-law with 

a knife, and then seducing him, licking the blood from the cuts she’s just inflicted on his neck 
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by way of foreplay. However, the blood which fountains from her body and runs down the 

palace wall, when finally she’s decapitated, is red paint. Kurosawa and the designer really 

should have checked it against arterial blood. We aren’t convinced: and we aren’t moved or 

shocked. The moment usually gets a laugh. 

 Most impressive is a silent battle sequence in a burning castle, with music by Takemitsu 

expressing horror and pity, as guns go off with no soundtrack, and Lear visibly goes crazy 

while bullets and flaming arrows zing noiselessly about his head. In the next chamber, 

concubines commit suicide together, and on the staircases bodyguards bid him farewell. 

There is a second battle sequence, towards the end, but it’s conventional and confusing. The 

silent one climaxes with Lear leaving the castle – he ought to commit seppuku, but (a) he’s 

mad and (b) you can’t commit seppuku all by yourself: no-one can cut their own head off. As 

he descends the outer staircase, the besieging army parts, in awe at his status (he’s still 

officially their lord, even though he’s abdicated) and in pity for his craziness. 

 

 
 

 But the effect is spoilt by its own formal perfection, as is the whole film. Secretly we long 

for Toshiro Mifune to inject some real creative lunacy into it. 

 

 

 


